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DuBois: Remarks at the Special Advisory Council of Presidents

Remarks at the Special Advisory Council of Presidents Working
Lunch Session
These remarks were delivered on VCCS enrollment challenges on February 21, 2017.

W

e pulled everyone together today because this is a challenge that truly affects everyone. As
you just saw in the Prezi, six straight years of enrollment decline has stripped $63 million
dollars in tuition and fees from our campuses. It’s a humbling perspective as we begin planning for
yet another uncomfortable state General Fund cut that almost a third of that number.
Throughout my entire career, community colleges have pursued what I’ll call the “Field of Dreams”
marketing plan. If you remember the movie, a disembodied voice inspired Kevin Costner’s
character, claiming, “If you build it, they will come.” Well, we’ve spent more than 50 years building
it in Virginia, but they’re no longer coming.
Throughout my career, I’ve seen us cycle between boom-years and bust-years. But I’ve never seen a
drought like this. It’s true that enrollment is a national challenge for two-year colleges. It’s true that
Virginia’s high schools are graduating classes that are shrinking, or holding steady at best. And it’s
true that some of our
university friends are
adjusting their standards,
welcoming a few students
who previously may have
begun their college careers
with us.
We must understand and
respond to these reasons,
but we cannot allow them
to become excuses.
We pursue a mission that is
both noble and practical.
We live in a labor market
that gives our mission an
unprecedented urgency.
Lawmakers and
policymakers and our State Board members expect more from us, and so should we. 750,000
Virginians live in poverty – that includes 250,000 children. There is simply no way that we are
running out of people to serve here.i
Is it too much to wonder, as we operate today, if we are in some sort of business model death spiral?
In having fewer customers, our colleges have fewer resources. Doing something different seems
increasingly daunting because we don’t know who can do it or if we can afford it. The cycle
continues; the challenge grows; the resources shrink. We’ve got to break the cycle.
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I asked you here today because I need your help to break this cycle. And I want to know what help
you need from the System Office. On average, over the last six years, we have lost 6,000 students
per year.
The question I have in my mind, and the challenge I extend to the entire VCCS team is this: what
would it take to recover just one year of that loss? What would it take to increase our numbers by
6,000 next year?
We’re doing so many good things across your campuses. The Workforce Credentials Grants are off
to an amazing beginning. Our focus on student success is slowly changing our campus cultures in
ways that will payoff for years to come for both our colleges and the people we serve. But we have
to get a handle on enrollment, to ensure that we, indeed, have people to serve.
i

https://www.dss.virginia.gov/geninfo/reports/agency_wide/poverty_short.pdf
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